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University of Warwick 
ifelong learning is increasingly relevant in current society. Scientific 
search tools reflect this trend. In the case of Web of Knowledge, for 
instance, between 1995 and 1999, 378 articles that included the 
words lifelong learning were published, while in the period 2010-2014 this 
figure rose to 2502. In the last two years (2015-2016) the Web of Science 
has already registered 957 articles. Research and overall interest in older 
adult learners or educational gerontology is increasing as societies are 
globally becoming characterized by an ageing population due to the changes 
in life course patterns. As Schmidt-Hertha et al. (2014) assert, this raises 
policy challenges for governments as well as civil society. It generates 
questions about the way a society can ensure the well-being of older people. 
This includes social, economic and health well-being by keeping them active 
and involved members of society (Withnall, 2006). As we have seen, this 
has been echoed in policy recommendations such as those by the World 
Health Organization (WHO, 2002) which stress the need for ‘active ageing’ 
through engagement in lifelong learning. Education, both formally and 
informally, has an important role to play in this through lifelong learning 
programmes. Lifelong learning policy and practice does now need to include 
learning across the whole life span or from the cradle to the grave rather than 
just focusing on those who are economically active. The lifelong learning 
paradigm has been framed and promoted by UNESCO since the 1970s 
(UNESCO, 1972, 2014). As an example, in 1994, UNESCO chose Lifelong 
Learning for All for its midterm strategy covering the period 1996-2001. 
L 
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Another significant example is Education Strategy 2014-2021. In this 
document, UNESCO recommends “the following as a possible overarching 
education goal, aiming to achieve just, inclusive, peaceful and sustainable 
societies: ‘Ensure equitable and inclusive quality education and lifelong 
learning for all by 2030.’” (UNESCO, 2014: 26).  Similarily the ministers of 
Education of the OECD countries met in 1996 and agreed on a mandate for 
Lifelong Learning to become a reality for everyone. They highlighted the 
need to adopt public strategies to  ensure that everyone has access to 
learning opportunities (OECD, 1996)., The European Union, in the 
document Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 18 December 2006 on key competences for lifelong learning, some 
competences are highlighted to acquire a set of knowledge, capacities and 
attitudes, particularly necessary for the personal realization of individuals 
and for their social integration, as well as for active citizenship and lifelong 
employment.  
Lifelong learning is frequently understood as being linked to the labour 
market, namely as training for labour.  Since the financial crisis which 
influenced negatively the employment growth in all European Union 
countries, training has been seen as an opportunity to assist individuals in 
acquiring skills and knowledge for successful work life. The innovation is 
one of the essential drivers of current economy and in this sense, we can see 
that the latest articles refer to it as an opportunity for being innovative and 
promote the entrepreneur spirit (Hart, 2006; Heijden, et al, 2015). Yet in 
Europe statistical data about the training costs are scarce and the information 
about the benefits of training in terms of productivity is limited (Bassanini et 
al., 2005). Some studies conducted in the UK also show that the learning  of 
adults has little effects directly measureable in the labour market (Machin & 
Vignoles, 2005).  
This conception that links lifelong learning mainly or mostly to 
employment, explains that people with the greatest access to continuing 
education and training are typically employed, have higher-level educational 
qualifications, are younger, and work in larger firms (O’Connell 1999), 
raising questions about equity. The results of the analysis of various 
international investigations show that the probability of an adult to 
participate in lifelong learning is greater for those people with higher levels 
of training (Bélanger, 2011), as well as for those who have greater 
RASP – Research on Ageing and Social Policy, 5(1)  4 
 
 
opportunities of learning in their work place who are generally also those 
with higher levels of qualification (Riddell et al, 2009). That is, the rate of 
return to the training seems to be higher for people who are already better 
trained (European Commission, 2006). Although some authors like Jenkins 
et al. (2002) suggest that there may be some effects for the most 
disadvantaged, this perspective has not yet been studied in depth. 
 Before these economist stances, in which the benefits of lifelong learning 
are analysed considering exclusively their impact on the labour market, other 
authors and researchers show that lifelong learning brings about other types 
of benefits that are oftentimes ignored, as for instance, active ageing, 
positive impact on life satisfaction (Feinstein et al., 2008), optimism and 
subjective well-being (Moody, 2004; Hammond & Feinstein, 2006). In other 
words, health and quality of life improve and the costs for social security 
funds are also reduced. In fact, the OECD (2006) states that the role of 
lifelong learning should be considered with the goal of improving social 
relations and wellbeing, the capitalisations of the opportunities for adult 
learning which are tightly linked to the initial levels of educational 
performance and the reduction of inequalities. All in all, lifelong learning 
does not only benefit individual health but it has also been linked to a variety 
of benefits for the individual, the economy and society in general (Field, 
2009).  
 Over the years, adult education provision for older learners in later life 
has increased and become more diverse in many countries ranging from 
formal learning provided by, for example, the University of the Third Age 
through to more informal community adult education such as the men’s 
sheds movement (Golding 2014). Lifelong learning has also brought about a 
growth in intergenerational learning. Intergenerational learning provides a 
means of bridging the gap between the old and young in a two-way learning 
process (Newman & Hatton-Yeo, 2015) and importantly has the potential to 
promote understanding, social inclusion, respect and intercultural 
understanding.  
Defining older learners is problematical. Often retirement is used as a 
marker although the age of retirement differs across countries and some 
people who are post-retirement choose to continue in employment. Some 
researchers choose a life course approach which locates individual lives 
within a social, historical and political context (Withnall, 2006).  Older 
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learners return to learn for a variety of reasons from learning for interest to 
learning for qualifications such as an undergraduate degree at university as 
well as learning for social reasons and for self-development. Findsen and 
Formosa (2011) have identified that research in this field is increasingly 
looking at how older learners are seeking satisfaction with their lives as they 
become older. As with younger adults’ participation in adult education, there 
are issues of inequalities in terms of who participates in terms of class, 
gender and ethnicity which raises issues of social inclusion and exclusion. 
Also the environment appears to be relevant, since people living in rural 
areas may have less access to learning opportunities. Policy-makers and 
adult educators need to address these inequalities if older people are to 
benefit from ‘active ageing’.   
  In this Special Issue of Research on Ageing and Social Policy authors 
from different countries address different but key aspects on older learners 
and adult education. The first article by Itxaso Tellado from Spain uses 
narratives to look at how non-academic women have become active social 
agents in their communities through involvement in an adult education 
school. Such participation in dialogic adult education and lifelong education, 
as their narratives illustrate, has empowered the lives of these women.   The 
second article by Bernhard Schmidt-Hertha from Germany focuses on the 
process of transitions into retirement. Finishing employment and 
commencing retirement requires people to re-shape and re-design their life. 
The transition process is about coping and changing. The article is based on 
research undertaken in Germany with participants aged 50 – 60 years old. 
The role of learning and education is important in this transitional period of 
older peoples’ lives. The third article by Liliana Paulos and António Fragoso 
from Portugal stresses the importance of community development processes 
in the lives of older women living in rural Portugal. Participation in 
community learning is important for older women in order for them to 
maintain independence in their lives against the policy push to 
institutionalise them. Such community learning is essential for both their 
communities and for the quality of life of the women. The fourth article  
involves a study conducted as a bibliographic research of a Brazilian journal 
Psicologia: reflexão e crítica, during the years 2000 to 2012 in order to 
analyse the main topics and actions aimed at supporting elderly people in 
education. The findings reveal key reflections regarding the current needs of 
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lifelong learning in Brazil ranging from the necessity to promote continuous 
training of teachers who are dedicated to lifelong learning actions to the need 
of providing scientific evidence base to prepare the contents and the learning 
processes according to the elderly people’s demands and social context. 
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